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ABSTRACT 
 
The purpose of this paper is to investigate the changes of women‟s roles 
on how women were potrayed in the past and how they are potrayed today, 
especially in four influential media. Therefore, the question rised in this paper 
is “What are the changes of women‟s roles on how women were potrayed in 
the past and how they are potrayed today, especially in four influential 
media?”. This paper shows that there are many proofs showing changes and 
improvements of women‟s roles on how women were potrayed in the media 
in the past, and how they are potrayed today, especially in four influential 
media such as women‟s magazines, television and print media cartoons and 
fairy tales. When women are depicted in the media, they they are tipically 
subjected to a greater degree of phisical appearance and more rigid standard 
of beauty which they are expected to embody. It argued that the central media 
messages concerning women is that women‟s primary value lies in their 
physical appearance. 
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IINTRODUCTION 
The mass media influence all aspects of human‟s life, including the 
learning of gender roles. Newspapers and magazines, television, and film all 
have an influence on the way people view the roles of women and men and 
on the way they think they should behave. Doris Bazzini notes that popular 
media images are reflections of a culture‟s attitudes, beliefs, and standards, as 
well as projections of desired realities (www.sexroles.html, page 1). This 
implies that media tell a story that is eagerly received by consumers. Since 
consumers digest the material in the media as truth, rather than fiction, the 
depictions laid forth by the media can be influential in the propagation and 
maintenance of stereotypes. Having the same understanding, John Sowers 
proposes that multi media outlets, including television, radio, magazines, and 
books, provide some of the strongest definitions of gender roles and values in 
adolescents (www.gendervalues.html, page 1). This means that mass media 
have a huge power in depicting gender roles, especially roles of women. 
Feminists have always recognized the power of the media to control 
women‟s lives. In the 1880s Susan B. Anthony, one of the feminists, states 
that just as long as newspapers are controlled by men, every woman upon 
them must write articles which are reflections of men‟s ideas 
(www.femalestilldistortreality.html, page 1). She adds that as long as that 
WOMEN’S ROLES IN THE MEDIA  
(Ratna Sari Dewi) 
 
 
LENTERA  
STKIP-PGRI Bandar Lampung, Vol. 1 2012 
 
37 
continues, women‟s ideas and deepest convictions will never get before the 
public. Recently contemporary feminists recognize that it is not only 
women‟s ideas and convictions that are at issue, but the very meaning of 
women themselves.  
Changing the media‟s projection of women has been a consistent 
agenda of the women‟s movement since the early 1960s. Maria Riley argues 
that initially the efforts of the women‟s movement were directed at raising 
consciousness of the images of women present language patterns, textbooks, 
magazines, advertising and television programming 
(www.femalestilldistortreality.html, page 1). Before the goals of the women‟s 
movement were achieved, generally the image of women was of passive, 
dependent and often silly persons. When women were presented in a positive 
light, it was always in the role of mother and homemaker. Nevertheless, 
through the efforts of women for over two decades new images of women are 
appearing. 
What are the changes of women‟s roles on how women were portrayed  
in the past and how they are portrayed today, especially in four influential 
media? 
 
DISCUSSIONS 
The mass media bring a lot of influences in depicting women‟s roles in 
the society.   They have a powerful strategy in internalizing the images of 
women that they implant to consumers as the reflection of the realities. There 
are four influential media which give strong portrayals of women‟s roles 
from the previous time until today. The first media that show the changes in 
women‟s roles are women‟s magazines. Several decades ago, popular 
traditional women‟s magazines such as Good Housekeeping and Family 
Circle gave perception to women as though they were individuals who 
needed to learn the basics of how to care for their families. For example, as 
John Sowers notes, in 1955 Good Housekeeping published an article entitled 
“The good wife‟s guide” which conveyed suggestions that a woman should 
have dinner ready, plan ahead to have a delicious meal ready on time for the 
husband‟s return, greet him with a warm smile and show sincerity in her 
desire to please him, and know places and duties (www.genderroles.html, 
page 2). This means that the women‟s responsibility only lied in providing a 
suitable living environment for husband and children.  
Today, magazines seldom do this. There are several magazines that 
show women‟s progress in life, such as Kartini, Femina, Female, and 
Cosmopolitan. Those magazines depict women in a range of roles and cover 
a wider range of topics. They have many articles that support women in 
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having equal education and position with men. They also express that women 
may have a career outside but they should not forget domestic duties. 
However, there is still traditional perception of women‟s image that cannot 
be separated from the magazines, that is, the attractive physical appearance. 
John Sowers adds that the latest editions of YM, Vogue, and Cosmopolitan at 
the local newsstand are blanketed from cover to cover with images of the 
„ideal‟ body and image that women should strive to achieve 
(www.genderroles.html, page 2). These images lead women to view one of 
their primary roles as being responsible for making themselves attractive to 
men. Today‟s magazines also still tend to define the female role in terms of 
homemaking and motherhood, and to offer beauty advice to help women 
attract and please husbands. The more traditional magazines still dominate 
until now. 
The second media are television commercials. In the past, television 
commercials portrayed women primarily as sex objects and as housewives. 
For instance, young sexy women were shown admiring older men who 
smoked a particular cigarette brand or drank energy drink. Housewives were 
shown feeling satisfied and smiling cheerfully about their delicious cooking 
or clean bathrooms, or looking guilty for not using the right laundry soap to 
wash their husband‟s clothes. All of these conditions still sustain until now 
but there is a kind of improvement in some parts.  
Nowadays, advertisers are more careful about the way they present 
women. They create and present women in a variety of roles. For example, in 
the television commercial Kratingdaeng, roled by Melanie Putri, the female 
is depicted as a career woman who is busy and does a lot of activities like 
sports which are usually done by men. This means that now in some 
conditions women are not merely considered as sex objects and housewives 
in television commercials but they are also shown as having better roles and 
positions. However, based on a little research done by Unger and Crawford in 
1991, depictions of women over 40 were found to be almost totally absent 
from advertising, where physically attractive people are routinely utilized to 
add appeal to a product (www.sexroles.html, page 1). This shows that 
physical appearance still cannot be totally eliminated from the images of  
women in television commercials. The obvious example is in the commercial 
of women‟s shampoo like “...just look at the commercials bombarding us 
with false images, for example, „Keep your hair, and boys will adore 
you!‟”(C „n S magazines, vol. 2, no. 15, page 11). This implies that women 
are implicitly told that they are „respected‟ because of what they have on 
their heads instead of what is in them, and men are automatically internalized 
to respect women for their looks. 
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It is also still quite common to see advertisements where beautiful 
young women are dressed in sexy clothes to sell cars, motorcycles, or other 
products. Women‟s physical beauty has been maintained from the previous 
time until these days as most of the companies expect to get more benefits 
and profits from the products they sell through television commercials. 
The third media bringing changes in women‟s roles are television 
programs. Prime-time television programs also often used to stereotype 
women. In the past decades, television programs showed women mostly as 
lovers, mothers, or as weak, passive girlfriends of powerful men. They held 
programs which obliged women to perform their capabilities in handling 
domestic chores such as cooking, taking care of house and caring for the 
children.  
Today‟s television programs are somewhat different. Women are more 
likely to be presented as successful persons and able to support themselves 
and their families. However, the traditional stereotypes are still there. Even 
when women are shown to be successful professionals, the storylines suggest 
that they should be sexy as well. This is proved by the research done by 
Silverstein, Perdue, Peterson, and Kelly in 1986 that for 40 of the most 
popular prime-time television shows, women characters were portrayed as 
thinner and younger than their male counterparts (www.sexroles.html, page 
1). This implies that although there has been progress in depicting women‟s 
roles in television programs, the traditional stereotype, that is the attractive 
physical appearance, still remains. 
In Indonesian television programs, the roles of women are varied. In 
short television movie series or famously called as „sinetron‟ Bunda, women 
are presented in two different sides, weak and strong. The mother is pictured 
as a weak, passive, uneducated, oppressed housewife while the daughter, who 
works as a lawyer, is portrayed as a beautiful, smart, educated, brave person.  
Recently, more and more beauty contests are included in television 
programs all over the world, including Indonesia. Beauty contests such as 
Miss Universe, Miss World, Putri Indonesia, and Cantik Indonesia have 
become one of the most favourite television programs. Although those beauty 
contests have three slogans called 3B (Brain, Beauty, Behaviour) in judging 
the participants, it seems that beauty comes first. It is true that participants of 
a beauty contest should be intelligent, smart, and have a good manner. 
However, a smart, intelligent but not so pretty woman will not stand a chance 
in such a competition. To be different, there was one unique case of a beauty 
contest held in America or known as Miss USA. The winner of the contest 
was certainly smart, intelligent, and quite beautiful but she was mute and 
deaf. The courage of the woman to join such a contest had led her to the top 
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of the win and made her as the only one disabled winner of the beauty contest 
in the world. This proved that the perfection of the physical appearance did 
not totally determine the judgement of the contestants.  
The last media showing changes in women‟s roles are television and 
print media cartoons and fairy-tales. In the past, female cartoon characters 
were colorless and boring. They were not prominent and did not have 
interesting personalities. They were mostly pictured as quiet, weak, passive, 
beautiful persons. Previously television and print media cartoons seldom 
showed women in non-traditional occupations such as doctors or police 
officers. 
Today‟s television and print media cartoons have brought some 
changes about the roles of female characters. A new type of heroine can be 
found in television and print media cartoons. For example, a figure of Ran, as 
a main female character in the famous television and print media cartoon 
Detective Conan, is portrayed as a brave, tomboy, smart girl. She even has 
the ability of karate. Another example also can be seen in the latest famous 
children cartoon Dora The Explorer. Dora is described as a smart, active, 
broad-minded, brave girl. 
However, these days television and print media cartoons still show 
women‟s traditional stereotype. In television and print media cartoon Sailor 
Moon, although all of the female characters are brave and smart, they are also 
created as simply beautiful and sexy persons.  
Similar to the television and print media cartoons, the female characters 
in fairy-tales previously shared standard features. They usually were quiet 
and passive. They rarely took action and spent a lot of time indoors cooking 
and cleaning their houses in the story. For example, in the famous traditional 
fairy-tales Cinderella, the main female character is pictured as a quiet, poor, 
passive, innocent girl.  
Many children‟s authors today are creating fairy stories in which the 
heroines are more aggressive and powerful than the stereotypical fairy-tales 
heroine. For example, in Sleepless Beauty, written by Frances Minters, 
Beauty fools the wicked witch by setting an alarm clock. In short, stronger 
and braver female characters are appearing in stories set in modern times. 
 
CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, there have been many proofs showing changes and 
improvements of women‟s roles on how women were portrayed in the media 
in the past, and how they are portrayed today, especially in four influential 
media such as women‟s magazines, television commercials, television 
programs, and television and print media cartoons and fairy-tales. Although 
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there have been some changes, the mass media may not help much in 
reducing insensitivities of new images of women since they keep maintaining 
women‟s attractive physical appearance and fertilizing people‟s tendency to 
consume. 
Maria Riley states that the recent Television Report by the National 
Commission of Working Women applauds the networks for some of the 
changes while noting that the old stereotypes still dominate the media 
(www.femalerolesstilldistortreality.html, page 1). This implies that when 
women are depicted in the media, they are typically subjected to a greater 
degree of physical appearance and are subjected to a more rigid standard of 
beauty which they are expected to embody. It can also be argued that the 
central media messages concerning women is that women‟s primary value 
lies in their physical appearance. 
 
SUGGESTIONS 
I am of the opinion that there should be an obvious consciousness from 
all parties if women do not want to be primarily portrayed and judged from 
their physical beauty only. The media cannot totally be blamed since in 
reality there are some women who prefer to be appreciated based on their 
physical appearance rather than their intellectual skills. 
To make a greater change, women should be proud with what they 
already have. They also should emphasize their intelligences and 
personalities rather than their physical beauty. The mass media should not 
extremely expose the unfavorable images of women. They should have a 
clear balance in depicting women in any kind of roles. The society also 
should be active. If they see something negative about the portrayals of 
women in the media, they should criticize them. Definitely they should come 
up with a strong argument, not just speak around with no reason. In short, the 
cooperation from all parties is needed to build better portrayals of women‟s 
roles in the media.   
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